120    THE    EPIC    OF    MOUNT    EVEREST
distance it had looked accessible : was it accessible
under the proof ? Looking up the North Face from
its foot the slope is slightly concave, steepening as
the North-East Ridge is approached. The climbers
may either follow the rounded edge of the Face
as it joins with the north-east facet to the left
or find a parallel way on the gently receding
face on the right. In either case the going was
not difficult. And in one part there was a big
patch of snow which afforded a convenient way.
The difficulty lay not in the mountain itself but
in the cold and the effects of altitude. The morn-
ing had been calm and fine, which was fortunate,
as on other occasions climbers have found a ter-
rible wind here. But 1200 feet up the air had
become very cold and they put on more clothes.
The sun now disappeared behind clouds. The cold
increased as they climbed higher. Altitude was
beginning to tell and they had to struggle hard
for breath, talcing several breaths between each
step.
By 11.30 they were at 25,000 feet ; and here a
difficulty arose. They had intended to proceed
to 26,000 feet. But the question was: where
would they find space for even the tiny tents
they had ? The rocks were all dipping steeply ;
and where the ground was broken the ledges
were too steep to hold a tent. They were in a
serious predicament. They must find a spot some-
where for their tents, and must find it in time to
allow the porters to return to the North Col